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structure that explains the popularity of Bond novels. Eco argues that the stories are organized 
in	binary	oppositions	and	 repeat	patterns	 common	 to	myths	and	 fairy	 tales.	 Eco’s	 reading	 is	
complicated	by	Bennett	and	Woollacott,	who	carve	out	a	theoretical	space	for	thinking	about	
Bond’s	popularity	 through	 the	 variety	 and	 complexity	of	 “reading	 formations”,	 focusing	not	
only on the novels but also on the broader Bond phenomenon. These readings have become 
standard	 examples	 in	 popular	 culture	 and	 cultural	 studies	 textbooks	 (Strinati	 1995;	 Harris	
1996;	Turner	2003).	They	describe	the	Bond	world	as	right-of-centre,	sexist,	racist,	 imperialist,	
capitalist,	individualist,	escapist,	nostalgic	(for	the	lost	British	empire)	and	intertextual,	but	not	
reducible	 to	any	of	 these;	 it	 is	 capable	of	 articulating	many	different	and	even	contradictory	
values	and	discourses,	and	the	constellation	has	changed	over	time.	These	classic	studies	are	
worth mentioning here to point out that they are a resource for thinking about the complexity of 
the Bond phenomenon (and avoiding reductive claims about Bond) and to emphasize that even 
critical analysis does not mean that the audience cannot (or should not) be entertained by Bond 
by	making	use	of	the	variety	of	opportunities	for	flexible	signification	of	the	Bond	phenomenon.




4	 Brode/Deyneka	 2012;	 Gordon	 1995;	 Jindra	 2005;	 Kraemer/Cassidy/Schwartz	 2003;	McDowell	
2007;	Porter/McLaren	1999.	When	films	attract	dedicated	followers	who	create	activities	around	
the	film,	they	tend	to	get	more	attention	from	scholars	of	religion	and	popular	culture.	They	
are seen as expressions of popular or lived religiosity outside the typical institutional contexts 
(Clark	2007,	13–15).	The	lack	of	such	dedicated	followers	distinguishes	Bond	films	from	films	
such as Star	Wars and Star	Trek,	but	it	should	be	emphasized	that	such	expressions	do	not	
mark	out	a	boundary	of	what	might	be	relevant	objects	of	study	in	religion	and	popular	culture.




that Bond should be key material for studying religion and popular culture. The 
task	here	is	much	more	modest:	it	is	to	explore	what	Bond	films	look	like	when	
“religion”	is	used	as	the	lens	for	examining	them.	Thus,	this	article	asks:	Does	
reading	Bond	films	 through	“religion”	bring	 to	 the	 fore	 anything	new,	 inter-
esting	and	relevant	to	thinking	about	the	Bond	phenomenon,	as	well	as	to	the	
study of religion and popular culture?5
The	answer	to	both	elements	will	be	affirmative:	there	is	something	relevant	
“religion”	brings	to	studying	Bond	and	there	is	something	scholars	of	religion	
and popular culture might learn from the Bond phenomenon. This article ex-
plores	“religion”	in	Bond	films	in	detail	and	argues	that	if	there	is	anything	that	
ties	portrayals	of	“religion”	 in	Bond	films	 together,	 it	 is	what	Stuart	Hall	has	
called	the	discourse	of	“the	West	and	the	Rest”.6	“The	West”	is	primarily	a	his-
torical	and	conceptual,	rather	than	a	geographical	construct,	although	its	geo-
graphical anchors are in Europe (but not really in Eastern Europe) and in North 
America.	“The	West”	refers	to	an	imagined	modern	society	that	is	developed,	
industrialized,	urbanized,	 capitalist	 and,	 I	would	add,	predominantly	 secular.7 
Discourse refers here to a particular way of representing and organizing knowl-
edge	of	the	West,	the	Rest	and	their	relations	through	an	interlinked	group	of	















the	 approaches	 into	 to	 theological,	mythological	 and	 ideological	 (Martin	 1995).	 This	 article	
does not follow approaches in which selected theological ideas are explored and sometimes 
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Secondly,	 although	 the	first	 three	Bond	films	“all	 bear	 a	 close	enough	 re-
semblance	to	their	literary	originals”,12 On	Her	Majesty’s	Secret	Service (Peter 
R.	Hunt,	GB	1969)	 being	 the	 closest	of	 all	 Bond	films	 to	 the	original	 novel,13 
the	majority	of	Bond	movies	“abandon	any	fidelity	to	Fleming’s	originals,	opt-
ing	 instead	 for	 screen	 stories	which	used	only	 Fleming’s	 titles	 and	 character	
names”.14	One	of	the	key	differences	is	that	“the	films	were	deliberately	de-po-
liticised	and	detached	 from	 the	Cold	War	background	of	 the	novels”,15 or at 














ying	a	popular	phenomenon.	The	first	Bond	film	was	 released	 in	 1962.	 Since	
then	Bond	films	have	been	produced	at	a	regular	pace,	the	longest	break	be-







Thunderball (Terence	Young,	GB	1965) that saw the return of Sean Connery 
as Bond. I also watched the spy comedy Casino	Royale	(Ken	Hughes,	GB/US	
1967),	 starring	David	Niven	 as	Bond,	but	 as	 it	 is	 so	different	 from	 the	 rest,	 I	
decided	not	to	include	it	here.	I	made	notes	on	every	film	whenever	there	was	
something	 that	 related	 to	 “religion”.	 Then	 I	 grouped	 the	 notes	 into	 various	
classes	and	themes	to	see	whether	any	patterns	would	emerge	–	as	is	common	
in qualitative and ethnographic content analysis of media materials.18 This initial 
phase in organizing the material is followed by detailed discursive analysis of 









used as a concept to select relevant data for a study.20 This means that there is 
no	essence	of	“religion”,	but	our	prototype	of	the	category	provides	a	starting	
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relatively	close	to	the	prototype,	as	in	the	case	of	myths	and	rituals	that	include	
references	to	supernatural	forces,	it	is	likely	to	be	included;	when	the	material	



























21 Saler	2008,	222.	 In	some	of	my	studies	 I	have	used	an	approach	that	analyses	the	discourse	




use it. Sometimes this has been seen to support views that suggest dropping the category 
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MEGALOMANIAC VILLAINS IN A COSMIC DRAMA
Villains	are	a	good	place	 to	start,	partly	because	they	 receive	a	great	deal	of	
attention in Bond scholarship and fandom in general and partly because they 
are	defined	as	what	 threatens	 the	world	 that	Bond	defends.	 The	 villains	 are	
typically,	depending	on	the	point	of	view,	God-like	or	Satanic	figures	who	play	a	
part	in	a	mythical,	cosmic	battle	between	good	and	evil.22
When	Dr.	No,	 the	villain	 in	 the	first	Bond	film	(Dr.	No,	Terence	Young,	GB	
1962),	talks	about	his	plan,	Bond	comments	that	his	dream	of	world	domination	




ments that Carver is totally crazy. These are examples of a typical pattern in 
the Bond world: people who pretend to be God-like in changing the status quo 
and bringing about the order s/he has designed can only be irrational. They are 
players	in	a	cosmic	drama	in	which	the	rational,	modern	world	(“the	West”)	is	
under threat.
Although there are references to cosmic drama typical of myths in several 
films,	 including	Dr.	 No and Tomorrow	Never	Dies,	many	 villains	 have	more	
mundane	goals:	money	and	power.	However,	there	are	two	villains	whose	aims	
are not reducible to material self-interest. While they would get all the riches 
imaginable	if	they	succeeded	in	their	plans,	their	motivation	is	different,	as	they	

























referring to an ideal lost world and also to a forthcoming world (including the 
Americas and other unknown areas) where desires and fantasies are to be ful-
filled.25	Although	the	myth	of	Atlantis	has	not	been	part	of	any	established	“reli-








a new civilization by making doomsday happen to the human race. Stromberg 
hijacks	both	British	and	Russian	ballistic	missile	submarines	and	plans	to	trigger	
mutual nuclear annihilation between the superpowers. The reason for this is that 






The apocalyptic theme that downplays the role of ordinary humans on earth 
is	heightened	by	repeatedly	showing	how	human	beings	are	“dwarfed	by	the	
physical	environment	around	them”.29 This is evident in shooting locations such 
as	the	Pyramids,	the	Temple	of	Karnak	and	the	Valley	of	Kings.	Such	locations	
also	emphasize	how	civilization	moves	from	Ancient	Egypt’s	crumbling	edifices	
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Although	 it	 has	been	 suggested	 that	“the	villain	 is	 usually	motivated	by	a	
compound	of	avarice	and	a	utopian	altruism”,31	most	Bond	villains	do	not	fit	
this	 description.	 For	 instance,	 the	purpose	of	 SPECTRE	–	 the	main	enemy	of	
Bond	throughout	the	series	–	has	always	been	extortion	and	blackmail.32	I	find	it	
relevant	for	my	reading	that	Drax	and	Stromberg	are	not	members	of	SPECTRE;	
they are megalomaniac players in a cosmic drama trying to create a new civili-
zation,	not	just	criminals	attempting	to	get	more	money.	The	right	to	use	the	




to bring something new into existence.34 Their activities are supposed to be the 
mythic	origin	of	the	new	civilization,	but	in	the	end	Bond	thwarts	them.35 In that 
sense,	their	activities	are	located	in	“the	fabled	time	of	the	‘beginnings’”.36 Fur-
ther,	what	is	typical	of	myths	is	that	they	are	considered	separate	from	logos. 
The West has imagined itself as belonging to logos,	rather	than	mythos.	Myths,	




This reading gets further support when the ethnicities and nationalities of 
the	main	villains	of	the	films	are	explored.	Most	of	them	are	not	British	or	Amer-
ican,	although	many	are	European.	Not	all	villains	originate	outside	“the	West”	
in	geographical	 terms,	but	 the	 rarity	of	purely	British	 (or	even	American)	vil-
lains	is	notable.	Francisco	Scaramanga	is	Cuban/British,	Elektra	King	is	English,	
although the most villainesque character in The	World	is	Not	Enough (Michael 
Apted,	GB	1999)	is	the	Russian	Renard.	Brad	Whitaker	–	one	of	the	two	main	







can be called mythical.
35 By	focusing	on	selected	villains	I	demonstrate	the	construction	of	difference	between	a	certain	











actor,	but	he	 is	 from	Hong	Kong	and	he	 is	also	 the	 illegitimate	son	of	a	Ger-
man woman. Other villains are less related to Britain and the United States. The 
nationalities and ethnicities of the remaining principal villains are other than 
British or North American.37	Kingsley	Amis	noted	in	the	1960s	that	“throughout	






















visiting	 their	 graves.	 It	 is	 a	 syncretic	pagan-Catholic	 celebration,	but	none	of	
37 Le	 Chiffre	 (Albanian,	 Jewish	 background),	 Rosa	 Kleb	 (Russian),	 Dr.	 No	 (Chinese-German),	
Ernesto	Stavro	Blofeld	(Slav),	Hugo	Drax	(German,	although	strong	connections	to	France	in	the	
film),	Karl	Stromberg	(Swedish	in	the	novel),	Alec	Trevelyan	(Russo-Austrian	descent),	Dominic	
Greene	 (French),	 Raoul	 Silva	 (presumably	 Hispanic),	 Gustav	 Graves	 /	 Tan-Sun	Moon	 (North	
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that	is	made	explicit	to	the	viewer.	It	is	rather	just	another	example	of	exotic	
events	taking	place	in	the	world,	usually	outside	“the	West”.
“Religion”	 is	more	explicit,	 however,	 in	many	other	 shots.	What	 is	 typical	
for	Bond	films	is	that	“religion”	is	more	prominent	when	the	events	in	the	film	
take	 place	 outside	 “the	West”.	 There	 are	 plenty	 of	 passing	 (predominantly	
non-Christian)	“religious”	references	 in	the	films	 in	non-Western	 locations.	 In	
Beirut,	a	belly	dancer	has	a	golden	bullet	 in	her	belly	button	as	a	charm	(The	
Man	with	the	Golden	Gun,	Guy	Hamilton,	GB	1974).	 In	Bangkok,	a	group	of	
Buddhist monks walk in the background in a village where Bond chases Scara-
manga,	and	there	is	a	statue	of	Buddha	in	a	temple	(The	Man	with	the	Golden	
Gun). Islamic minarets and calls to prayer are visible and audible on many occa-
sions,	in	Egypt,	Turkey	and	Morocco,	particularly	in	establishing	shots	or	when	




ceives guarantees that the church building will not be demolished because of 
the pipeline (The	World	 is	Not	Enough). In You	only	Live	Twice,	 to	protect	
his cover Bond even goes through a Shinto wedding ceremony in which the 
married	couple	drink	sake.	Soon	after	we	see	a	procession	which,	we	are	told,	is	
part	of	the	funeral	tradition.	The	same	film	contains	long	shots	in	which	Shinto	
temples can be seen.
Michael Denning has argued that imperialist and racist ideologies in the Bond 
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An imperial attitude to the exotic is perhaps most prominent in Octopussy 
(John	Glen,	GB	1983).	 It	provides	a	 tourist’s	 view	of	 India,	with	colourful	ba-
zaars and luxurious hotels but no indication of the poverty or social disharmo-
ny,	of	ethnic	or	“religious”	conflicts.	The	same	gaze	 is	applied	for	“religion”.	
In	Udaipur,	where	Octopussy’s	palace	 is	 located,	one	can	see	Hindu	 temples	
in	the	background,	Hindu	processions,	people	walking	on	hot	coals,	holy	men	
(saddhus)	sitting	on	spiked	mats,	holy	cows	walking	 in	the	street	and	people	
swallowing	 swords.	 This	 is	 the	 Indian	 “religious”	 heritage	 Bond	 films	 offer,	

















he explains that the name refers to the myth in which the Prophet Muhammad 
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ambivalent	 image,	but	 it	does	not	portray	raging	the	 Islamic	fundamentalists	








In	 sum,	 for	 the	most	 part,	 “religion”	 in	 Bond	 films	 belongs	 to	 the	 exotic	











sale	“for	 rituals”	and	Bond	buys	a	 fake	 snake,	 a	hint	 that	 snakes	will	 have	a	
role	to	play	in	the	film.	The	signs	of	the	occult	in	the	shops	in	Harlem	mark	the	
difference	between	rational	white	civilization	and	Harlem’s	black	superstition,	
although the geographical location is in the United States.46
45 Black	2005,	151;	Chapman	2007,	200.
46 See	Black	2005,	13.
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In	San	Monique,	where	the	heroin	is	farmed,	those	who	practise	voodoo	are	
black.	Voodoo	is	depicted	in	scenes	of	ritual	sacrifice,	led	by	Mr.	Big’s	voodoo	
priest Baron Samedi. The villains use voodoo to ensure that people do not go 
into	the	poppy	fields.	Thus	voodoo	is	simply	a	tool	of	manipulation.
Mr.	Big	gets	help	from	a	virgin	tarot	card	reader,	Solitaire,47 who is able to see 




loses her supernatural powers and becomes useless to Mr. Big. This marks her 
positional	change	from	“religious”	villain	to	part	of	Western	rationality.	In	other	
words,	Bond	strips	Solitaire	of	all	that	is	not	appropriate	for	“the	West”	and	as	
a result she is able to be on his side. While I am not interested in whether this 
is	Bond’s	intent,49	the	event	fits	very	well	with	my	general	argument	about	the	
relevance	of	 (particularly	non-Christian)	“religion”	 in	 constructing	what	does	
not	belong	to	“the	West”.
When	Solitaire	has	become	useless	to	him,	Mr.	Big	leaves	her	to	be	sacrificed	
in a voodoo ritual. Bond saves her at the last minute and throws the voodoo 
priest	Baron	Samedi	into	a	coffin	full	of	poisonous	snakes.	Many	of	those	who	
are	under	 the	 influence	of	Mr.	Big	are	voodoo	believers,	whereas	Bond,	 rep-
resentative	of	 the	West,	 is	not.	This	 setting	 supports	 the	 racist	and	 imperial-
ist interpretations we have noted in which the other is seen as something that 
threatens	us	and	therefore	needs	to	be	controlled.	As	Jeremy	Black	argues,	the	
film	“linked	black	power	in	the	cities	with	crime	and	implied	that	a	failure	to	con-
trol both black neighbourhoods and small Caribbean islands could undermine 
America.	Dr	Kananga	is	a	harsh	depiction	of	Caribbean	independence.”50
The	final	scene	of	the	film	is	arguably	the	only	supernatural	moment	in	the	
whole Bond series. Bond and Solitaire are on a train and a laughing Samedi is 
perched	on	the	front	of	the	train.	Yet	by	the	standards	of	the	Bond	world,	Sa-
medi	should	be	dead.	This,	however,	has	no	bearing	on	the	plot.51 For the most 












132 | Teemu Taira www.jrfm.eu 2019, 5/2, 119–139
part	 Bond	 films	 have	 sequences	 and	 plots	 that	 are	 implausible,	 but	 in	 them	
everything	takes	place	in	the	natural	world.	In	addition	to	the	Samedi	episode,	
perhaps the closest moment to a break with realism appears when Bond is able 
to feign a cardiac arrest in Die	Another	Day	–	something	that	is	left	unexplained	
in	the	film.	In	comparison	with	relatively	similar	adventure	films	such	as	the In-
diana	Jones	series	(Steven	Spielberg,	US	1981–2008),	Bond	films	take	place	in	
a much more naturalized framework.52	Voodoo,	tarot	and	other	supernatural	
settings are reserved for the villains and/or superstitious non-moderns locat-
ed	outside	“the	West”,	thus	contributing	to	the	construction	of	the	difference	
between	rational	(predominantly	white)	moderns	and	non-rational	“religious”	
others.53 The exception to this rule is a certain kind of Christianity.
WRONG	AND	RIGHT	KINDS	OF	“RELIGIOSITY”	IN	THE	WEST:	
EVANGELICALISM AND CONFINED CHRISTIANITY
I	have	suggested	that	“religion”	is	much	more	prominent	in	Bond	films	when	














as hypocritical and laughable and strips it of all sincerity. This is the only substan-
tial	description	of	evangelicalism	in	the	history	of	Bond	films,	and	 it	suggests	
that	there	is	little	to	appreciate	in	this	kind	of	“religiosity”.	It	is	the	wrong	kind	





Christianity,	 rather	 than	 “our”	modern	 and	 rational	 lifestyle	 (that	 can	 be	 Christian	 at	 least	
implicitly),	but	racial	difference	applies	to	both	binaries.
54 See	Black	2005,	155.
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gion”	as	part	of	the	cultural	heritage)	and	does	not	confine	itself	to	the	private	





and in France (Thunderball),	indicating	that	Christianity	is	part	of	the	ordinary	
cultural landscape.
More	importantly,	Christian	rites	of	passage	are	common	in	Bond	films.	Fu-
nerals and church weddings are repeatedly depicted. Christian funerals are held 
in London (Skyfall),	Scotland	(The	World	is	Not	Enough),	Rome	(Spectre) and 
France (Thunderball). A church wedding can be seen in Live	and	Let	Die,	 in	
which a boat chase that takes place in the United States involves one of the 
boats returning to the river across dry land where a wedding ceremony is taking 
place,	adding	a	comic	aspect	to	the	chase.	In	For	Your	Eyes	Only, Bond attends 












of what it is to be modern. This is what Talal Asad regards as part of a strategy 
of	confinement	by	secular	liberals	and	the	defence	of	“religion”	by	liberal	Chris-















At	Bond’s	 family	estate	 in	Scotland,	Skyfall	 (also	 the	name	of	 the	2012	film),	
there	is	a	“priest	hole”	from	the	time	of	the	Reformation,	a	hiding	place	with	a	






this is a serious comment is perhaps deliberately left unclear.
Finally,	while	some	authors	have	speculated	about	Bond’s	“religiosity”,	no	
consensus	 has	 been	 reached.	 Some	 label	 him	 a	 nonconformist	 Protestant;	
some	state	that	he	had	a	Calvinist	upbringing;	and	some	suggest	that	Bond	is	
modelled after real-life Catholics.56 Frank Smith sees Bond as a carrier of Chris-
tian	culture	and	morality,	but	it	has	also	been	suggested	that	a	reading	of	Bond	




rites of passage as long as they are compatible with the (presumably) rational 
modern	life	of	“the	West”.
WHY READING BOND FILMS THROUGH THE LENS OF 
“RELIGION”	MATTERS
This	article	provides	an	overview	of	religion-related	issues	in	Bond	films	but	with	
some	deliberate	omissions.	 For	 instance,	 this	 analysis	 has	not	 addressed	 the	
unintentional	or	metaphorical	“religious”	language	that	exists	in	Bond	films	as	
in mediated public discourse in general.58	Rather,	the	discussion	has	principally	
focussed	on	a	key	pattern	 identified	 in	Bond	films:	portrayals	of	“religion”	 in	







58 For	 an	 analysis	 of	 metaphorical	 and	 unintentional	 “religious”	 language	 and	 “religious”	 ex-
pressions	in	British	media,	see	Knott/Poole/Taira	2013.




ing a supportive role in rites of passage (particularly marriages and funerals) 
















the construction of the Bond world.
It is not only Bond studies that matter. The task was also to explore whether 
reading	Bond	through	“religion”	might	contribute	to	the	study	of	religion	and	







religion and popular culture studies in general and may challenge some typi-
cal	 focuses	of	 the	field.	 The	analysis	 shows	how	portrayals	of	 “religion”	 can	
contribute	to	the	more	general	functioning	of	popular	products;	they	maintain,	
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Star	 Wars (George	 Lukas,	 US	 1977–2005;	 J.	J.	 Abrams,	 US	 2015;	 Rian	 Johnson,	 US	 2017;	 J.	J.	
Abrams,	US	2019).
Reading Bond Films through the Lens of “Religion” | 139www.jrfm.eu 2019, 5/2, 119–139
